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A computer-based method of modeling and manag- 
ing processes followed by a business enterprise. A process 
is modeled as a scries of tasks. During a task disposition 
process, each task may have a number of different states. 
Tasks change state in response to performance of actions, 
which can be accomplished manually or by automated 
means. Business rules represent conditions that determine 
whether an action can be performed. Business rule han- 
dlers may be invoked to determine whether business rule 
conditions are met Action handlers may be invoked to 
determine bow an action is to be executed. 
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PROCESS MANAGEMENT SYSTEM 
TECHNICAL FIELD OF THE TNVEWTTOM 

This invention relates to computer-aided business 
management, and more particularly to a method for managing 
the processes followed by a business enterprise. 
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BACKGROUND OF THE T NVFMT T nw 

"Product data management" (PDM) is a term used to 
describe computer-based methods for managing product design 
and manufacture . An example of a PDM system is the 
Information Manager system, sold by Electronic Data 
Systems. The design of the Information Manager system is 
based on the objects it manipulates. The primary focus of 
the system is on representing the enterprise in terms of 
its objects and operations on them. Object classes are 
derived by modeling enterprise operations such as design, 
manufacture, administration, project management, and cost 
control . 

Apart from PDM systems, various other computer-based 
management systems have been developed to assist in 
business process management. One such product is the Power 
Frame system, a product of Digital Equipment Corporation. 
Another such product is the KI Shell system, a product of 
Universal Energy Systems. However, neither of these 
systems provides or is easily integrated with PDM tasks. 

Another disadvantage of existing computer based- 
decision making systems is the heavy data entry burden on 
the business enterprise that is to implement the system. 
The enterprise must model each job and the business rules 
that apply to it. 
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SUMMARY OF THE INVENTTOM 

A method of using a computer to manage a process 
followed by a business enterprise. During a process 
definition phase of operation, the computer receives 
5 process definition data that specifies the process to be 
followed as a series of tasks, and stores the process 
definition data as a model of the process. The computer 
system stores a set of actions that may be performed on 
tasks, to change said tasks from a current state to a next 
10 state. it also stores a set , of business rules that 
determine whether an action can be performed, each business 
rule having at least one condition. During a job 
management phase of operation, the computer receives job 
specification data that specifies a job to be performed in 
15 accordance with the process. It then assembles a task 
disposition list representing at least one task to be 
performed during the job and the state of said task. It 
outputs the task disposition list to a user, and receives 
action input from a user representing an action to be taken 
toward disposition of the task. It evaluates a business 
rule associated with the task, and performs the action if 
the business rule is satisfied. It then changes the state 
of said task to a next state. This process is repeated for 
each task, until all tasks of a job have been completed. 

An advantage of the EPM system is that it provides a 
means by which a business enterprise can describe its 
processes. The system can then create instances of those 
processes in terms of "jobs" that it manages. It applies 
business rules to these processes so that consistent 
30 results are achieved. It manages data produced during a 
job and associates the data to the job. 

In general, EPM 12 ensures that processes are properly 
executed so that the right tasks are performed at the right 
time by the right person. It notifies assignees of tasks 
that their task is ready for action and provides that 
person with relevant data produced during previously 
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performed tasks. The system is especially useful for 
training new members of an enterprise who perform certain 
processes as described to the EPM system by experts. 

Another advantage of the EPM system is that it 

5 provides a means for a business enterprise to model its 
processes "generically" . At the same time, it permits the 
attachment of data to a particular job on an "ad hoc" 
basis. This combination of generic process models with the 
ability to attach job-specific data provides the enterprise 

0 with the ability to deal with change and job-to-job 
differences , while encouraging consistency and 
repeatability to the extent practicable. 
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BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

Figure l illustrates a computer-based PDM system, with 
which an EPM in accordance with the invention is used. 

Figure 2 illustrates the basic steps of a computer- 
5 based method of managing a process in accordance with the 
invention. 

Figure 3 illustrates the data classes used by EPM 12 
to model a process. 

Figure 4 is an example of a process definition dialog. 
10 Figure 5 is an example of a task definition dialog. 

Figure 6 is an example of a handler definition dialog. 

Figure 7 is a syntax diagram of the main body of a 
task definition as stored by EPM. 

Figure 8 is a syntax diagram of a business rule. 
15 Figure 9 is a syntax diagram of an action handler or 

business rule handler. 

Figure 10 is an example of a job status dialog. 

Figure 11 is an example of task disposition dialog. 

Figure 12 is an example of a user's in-box. 
20 Figure 13 illustrates a change request form for 

initiating a job. 

Figure 14 illustrates an in-box for the change request 

job. 

Figure 15 illustrates a task disposition dialog for 
25 the change request job. 

Figure 16 illustrates a disposition of a task of the 
change request job. 

Figure 17 illustrates a list of tasks and other 
objects associated with the change request job. 
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DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION 
System Overview 

Figure 1 illustrates, a computer system for 
5 implementing a product data manager (PDM) 10, with which an 
enterprise process manager (EPM) 12 is integrated. EPM 12 
is a type of PDM module that deals with modeling and 
managing processes in accordance with the invention 
described herein. As stated in the background section, an 
10 example of a PDM system 10, without EPM 12, is the 
Information Manager, a product of Electronic Data Systems. 

PDM 10 is stored in memory of, and is executed by, a 
conventional computer system 11, such as a VAX/VMS or a 
UNIX system. Typically, the computer system is part of a 
15 distributed network of workstations having a number of 
computers 11. in the example of this description, the 
operating system includes a windows type sub-system, which 
supports various graphical user interfaces, such as dialog 
boxes and selection buttons. Computer 11 is in 
20 communication with input and output devices, which for 
purposes of this description are a keyboard, pointing 
device, and graphics display. 

EPM 12 may be integrated with other PDM modules 12a, 
which implement various PDM tasks. An advantage of 
25 implementing EPM 12 as a part of a more comprehensive set 
of PDM modules 12a is that it can then make use of data 
from other program modules and deliver data to them. For 
example, a product structure manager (PSM) module might 
model the design of a product to be manufactured, with data 
30 from that module being provided to EPM 12 to indicate that 
certain components are to be assembled. An enterprise 
resource manager (ERM) module might model how resources 
such as materials and employees are made available for use 
by the processes modeled by the EPM 12. 
35 As explained below, EPM 12 stores a model of at least 

one process, as specified by a user. Specification of a 
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process is based on the assumption that most activities of 
an enterprise are sufficiently structured to be described 
with a given syntax, in this connection, process steps are 
modeled as tasks. Actions performed as part of a task may 
5 be affected by business rules associated with those 
actions . 

The computer programming used to implement EPM 12 is 
based on object-oriented design. Thus, data is associated 
with classes, which have hierarchies and relationships. 

10 Classes specify what data they store and what operations 
can be performed on them. Instances of data classes are 
objects, and are derived by modeling the operations of 
various application domains. It is representations of 
these objects that are manipulated by user interface 16, 

15 with graphical icons, dialogs, and selection buttons. As 
explained below, tasks, business rules, and actions are 
data classes whose objects represent a particular 
enterprise. 

EPM 12 also stores "handlers", which are run-time 

20 functions defined for actions or business rules. 

Evaluation of a business rule or execution of an action may 
invoke an associated handler, which may be as simple as 
some sort of flag checking function or may be as complex as 
a decision support program. These handlers provide for 

25 process management that is customized to a particular 
enterprise. More specifically, actions and business rules 
can be defined generally, with different handlers being 
used to determine how actions are performed and how 
business rules are evaluated. 

30 Although EPM 12 permits customized actions, business 

rules, and handlers, an advantage of the invention is that 
many aspects of business enterprises can be modeled 
"generically" . That is, many enterprises share common 
business rules. Also, many actions involved in performance 

35 of tasks are common to all tasks, such as "assign" or 
"start" or "complete". Likewise, handlers for business 
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rules and actions may be common to various enterprises. 
Database 13 stores these generic objects and functions, so 
that a particular business enterprise need only describe 
those objects that are unique to it. 
5 PDM platform 14 provides a base upon which the rest of 

the PDM system 10 is built. It has several modules, 
including a persistent object manager (POM)- The POM 
provides the following services: mapping object 
representation to relational representation, messaging, and 
10 concurrent access control. In general, platform layer 14 
isolates PSM 12 and other PDM modules 12 a from the 
operating system and other sub-systems of computer 11. 

User interface layer 16 is comprised of user 
application programming built on the underlying 
15 architecture. Because EPM 12 and other PDM modules 12a are 
designed for customization via user interface 16, they 
comply with the programming strategy often referred to as 
"toolkit" design. 

Figure 2 illustrates the basic steps of a computer- 
based method of managing a process performed by a business 
enterprise, in accordance with the invention. Figure 2 is 
an overview; each step is discussed in detail in connection 
with Figures 3-12. 

A characteristic of the method is that it is 
25 interactive with a user. Thus, some steps of the method 
involve receiving input from a user. Also, different types 
of users within an enterprise might be involved during 
different steps. With respect to steps 202 - 208, a system 
administrator might be responsible for entering business 
30 rules and actions and process and task definitions. With 

respect to step 212, a supervisor might be responsible for 
creating jobs. With respect to step 218 , a worker to whom 
a task is assigned might be responsible for entering 
actions. However, the method is the same regardless 
35 whether a single user, or different users, take these 
roles. It should also be understood, that in some cases, 
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the "user" might be other programming that serves PDM 12 by 
providing data input. For purposes of this description, 
these various types of users are referred to as simply "the 
user" . 

5 Operation of PDM 12 has two phases. A first phase is 

a process definition phase, in which business rules, 
actions, and tasks associated with a process are defined 
and stored in memory. Steps 202-210 comprise this process 
definition phase. A second phase is a process execution 
10 phase, in which specific instances of the process are 
managed, on a task by task basis, to disposition. Steps 
212-229 comprise this second phase. In a more general 
sense, these stages are set-up and run-time phases, 
respectively. 

15 Step 202 is storing a set of business rules to be 

followed during the process. Each business rule is an "if- 
then" type rule, having a set of conditions associated with 
its "if" side and at least one "action" associated with its 
"then" side. As explained below, the action is performed 

20 only if the conditions are met. Business rules state what 
should be done or what should not be done in specific 
situations. They may manifest themselves as constraints or 
as collections of empirical knowledge. Some rules govern 
other rules, by stating when other rules can be ignored or 

25 when other rules must be applied. A business rule does 

not change data, but rather, determines when and if an 
action can be performed. 

Step 204 is storing a set of actions that may be 
performed to change the state of any task. In general, 

30 actions are activities whose successful completion cause a 
change of state of a task. The following are examples of 
actions: assign, start, do, complete, suspend, resume, 
skip, abort, refuse, and undo. Examples of task states 
are: unassigned, pending, started, completed, suspended, 

35 skipped, and aborted. Appendix A is a table of the 
relationships between states and actions. An exception to 
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the general case of an action resulting in a change of 
state is the action, do, which can be repeatedly executed 
without a change of state. 

Step 206 is receiving data representing a process 
5 definition. A "process" is defined as an ordered sequence 
of tasks performed by an enterprise in order to accomplish 
the purpose of its business. Step 208 is receiving data 
from a user representing definitions of tasks of the 
process. These definitions may include references to 

10 action handlers and to business rule handlers, whose 

programming is stored in accordance with steps 202 and 204. 
The tasks may call for either manual or automated 
disposition. For example, a manual task might require a 
physical prototype of a new product to be built, whereas an 

15 automated task might require a geometric model to be 
modified. 

Step 210 is storing the process definition data and 
the task definition data as a process model, to which 
specific instances can be mapped during run-time process 
20 management. 

Step 212 is receiving a job specification. A job is 
a specific instance of a process, and represents a process 
to be managed by the run-time aspects of the invention. 

Step 214 is assembling a task list for the job 
25 specified in step 212. This list may be sorted and 
combined with other task lists, such as to list tasks 
assigned to a particular person. The list may be formatted 
into various displays of tasks to be performed together 
with other relevant data, such task states and the person 
30 to whom each task has been assigned. 

Step 216 is presenting a task to a user, whether in 
the form of an in-box or some other form. Step 218 is 
receiving data, representing explicitly or implicitly, some 
action to be performed for the task. In this sense, EPM 12 
35 "prods" the user for task disposition and waits for input. 
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Step 220 is evaluating any business rule associated 
with the action requested for that task. This includes 
execution of any business rule handlers specified for that 
action in the task. The business rule evaluation returns 
5 a "go" or "no go" decision to indicate whether its 
conditions permit a proposed action to be performed, i.e., 
whether the business rule is satisfied. 

Step 222 is reached only if step 220 returns a "go" 
decision, in step 222, the action is performed, which may 
10 include execution of any action handlers specified for that 
task and that action. 

Step 224 is performed if the action returns no errors, 
and results in a change of state of the task. 

15 Process and Task Definiti on 

Figure 3 illustrates the data classes used by EPM 12 
to model a process with- data that represents tasks, 
business rules, and actions. As described above, task 
objects are defined by specifying business rules and 
20 actions associated with them. Business rule conditions 
govern actions, in the sense that no action can be 
performed if its associated conditions are not met. A task 
is related to other tasks by the job specification in which 
it is included. Objects of other data classes may also be 
attached to a task, and may be carried from a previous task 
to a successor task, so that relevant data is retained. 

Appendix B describes several of the data classes used 
by EPM 12 in further detail. Consistent with object- 
oriented data representation, these data classes have 
methods and attributes associated with them. 

Because actions and business rules are not always 
instantaneous, the data associated with a task and the 
state of the task are persistent, in the case of business 
rules, the persistent result of business rule evaluation is 
35 stored by its corresponding task. 
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Figures 4-6 are examples of hov a human user enters 
a process definition and task definitions during the 
process definition phase of operation. This data may 
include references to other data already stored, such as to 
5 actions, business rules, and handlers* The entered data 

and the stored data is used by EPM 12 to create the objects 
of Figure 3 and assemble a process model. 

Figure 4 is a process definition dialog 40 r with which 
the user enters data to define a process followed by a 

10 particular enterprise. The user specifies a unique process 
name, and optionally, a process description. The user also 
lists tasks of the process. Each process has a root task 
that takes the name of the process. All other tasks are 
added as sub-tasks of the root task or as sub-tasks of 

15 other sub-tasks. 

A task may be a declaration that another already- 
defined process should hfe started. Such a task is 
indicated by a "Y" in the "invoked" column of the process 
definition dialog. 

20 Figure 5 is a task definition dialog 50, with which a 

user enters data to define tasks. The user enters a task 
name, and optionally, a task description. Tasks are "re- 
useable" in the sense that task names are not unique to a 
process and different processes may include the same task. 

25 For each action available for a task, the user may 

specify one or more action handlers. For example, in 
Figure 5, the action, start, has two handlers. One handler 
inherits data from the previous task. The other handler 
sets protection for objects during this task. Thus, even 

30 though different processes may include the same task, the 
task can be performed differently during different jobs, by 
invoking a different handler. Appendix C describes the 
inherit handler as well as other examples of action 
handlers. 

35 For each business rule associated with an action, the 

user specifies one or more business rule handlers. In the 
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example of Figure 5, there are two business rule handlers, 
check-role and check-completion. Appendix C describes the 
check-completion handler as well as other examples of 
business rule handlers. 

A business rule can be defined as a number of sub- 
rules, each with its own handler. If this is the case, the 
user may also specify a quorum number, which is less than 
the number of business rules. This permits EPM 12 to 
consider a business rule as satisfied if a quorum of 
handlers for that rule return a "go" decision. The user 
may also specify an override privilege for a business rule 
handler, as indicated in the "priv" column, to permit one 
handler to override others. The user may also specify that 
a business rule handler can be negated, as indicated in the 
"not" column. In general, the specification "of a quorum, 
an override privilege, or negation, are alternative means 
of satisfying a business rule associated with a task. 

An example of a typical business rule is a rule that 
protects an object created during a job once it has reached 
certain stages of development. For example, if the job is 
one of product development, business rules may allow it to 
be changed only by certain members of an enterprise. 

Figure 6 is a handler definition dialog 60 for 
declaring an action handler or a business rule handler for 
a particular action of a task. The user enters a name, and 
optionally, one or more arguments. 

After a process and its tasks have been defined, any 
business rules or handlers that are not already stored in 
database 13 must be loaded. Appendix 5 sets out examples 
of several action handlers and business rule handlers. The 
business rule handlers correspond to "generic" business 
rules that any business might be expected to follow. 
Likewise, the action handlers correspond to how c* uain 
actions may be carried out in a manner common to a number 
of different enterprises. Thus, the handlers of Appendix 
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B are examples of "generic" handlers that might be stored 
in libraries of database 13. 

Some business rules, actions, and handlers might not 
be "generic" , in that they are unique to a particular 
5 enterprise, but may be re-useable for different processes, 
jobs, or tasks. This re-usability of handlers promotes 
consistency within an enterprise. 

Using the data entered by the user, EPM 12 assembles 
a process model. The following code form is illustrative 
10 of a process model stored by EPM 12: 

PROCESS ::= PROCESS TASK-DEF-BODY 

TASK-DEF ::= TASK-DEF-BODY 

15 TASK-DEF-BODY : := name [description] 

{ [ business-rule-def inition ] + 
[ action-definition ] + 
[ {TASK-DEFl TASK-DECL} ] + 

} 



20 



TASK-DECL : : = PROCESS process-name 



business-rule-definition: := BUSINESS-RULE action-id 
[<n>] 

25 { 

[business-rule-handler-def inition ]+ 

} 

business-rule-handler-definition : := name ( [string]*) 
30 [NOT] [OVERRIDE] 

handler ::= ACTION action-id name ( [string]+ ) 

action-id ::= {INITIALIZE I ASSIGN I START I DO I 
35 COMPLETE I SUSPEND I RESUME I SKIP I ABORT I UNDO I 

REJECT} 

Figures 7-9 are syntax diagrams of the process 
model. Specifically, Figure 7 illustrates the syntax of a 
40 task, as a recursive set of the task definitions for a 
process. The keyword, process, starts a process definition 
if followed by a task-body. A process is a special case of 
a task, i.e., a root task, and is associated with a process 
definition file. 
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The keyword, process, may also appear in the 
definition of a task, in which case it represents an 
already defined process. The keyword, task, starts the 
definition of a task. It is followed by a task-body, which 
5 contains zero or more actions, business rules, or other 
task definitions and declarations. 

The keyword, action, represents an action that may be 
performed. It may or may not invoke a user-specified 
handler. Regardless of whether there is an action handler, 
10 the keyword, business rule, invokes a business rule handler 
to determine whether conditions permit a proposed action to 
be allowed. 

Figure 8 illustrates the syntax of a business rule, 
for determining whether ah action, identified as A-ID, 
15 should be allowed. The model includes a handler and any 

override or negation data such as specified with dialogs 50 
and 60. 

Figure 9 illustrates the syntax of a handler. A 
handler has a string of argument data, which are passed to 

20 the handler during job management. A tag to identify the 
job and task is also passed. 

EPM 12 allows for process flow control that involves 
task branching. More specifically, business rules can be 
defined to model OR conditions by ensuring that only a 

25 desired task has its business rule(s) satisfied for a 

particular case. OR conditions are exemplified by what-if , 

if -then-else , and case-of conditions . An example of a 

case-of model, where Task A breaks to peer Tasks B - D, 

which are followed by Task E, is: 

30 TASK A { 

TASK E { 

TASK B { 

BUSINESS-RULE START 2 /* quorum = 2 */ 

{ 

35 EPM-task-state( C: : started ) NOT 

EPM-task-state( D:: started ) NOT 
MANUAL-OK ( ) OVERRIDE /* User does 
this. */ 

} 
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} 

TASK C 

{ 

BUSINESS-RULE START 2 /* quorum = 2 */ 
5 { 

EPM-task-state ( B:: started ) NOT 
EPM-task-state ( D : : started ) NOT 
MANUAL-OK ( ) OVERRIDE /* User does 
this. */ 
10 y 

} 

TASK D { 

BUSINESS-RULE START 2 /* quorum -2*1 
15 { 

EPM-task-state ( C: : started ) NOT 
EPM-task-state ( B: : started ) NOT 
MANUAL-OK () OVERRIDE /* User does 
this. */ 
20 } 

} 

} 

} 

25 An AND condition is one in which several tasks must be 
completed before a subsequent task can be performed. This 
is modeled by making the tasks to be AND'd arguments of a 
check-completion rule in a subsequent task. The following 
is an example of an AND model, where Task E cannot be 
started until Tasks B - D have been completed: 
TASK E { 

BUSINESS-RULE START { 

CHECK-COMPLETION (B C D) 



30 



35 



40 



Process Management 

Once a process and its tasks have been defined, 
handlers have been stored, and a process model assembled, 
EPM 12 may manage specific instances of that process, which 
are referred to herein as "jobs". In this aspect of its 
operation, EPM 12 permits users to create jobs and dispose 
of tasks. 

45 Figure 10 is an example of a job dialog box 100, such 

as a user might use to create a new job or review the 
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status of its tasks. Here, the user is a supervisor, Mary 
Ann, who has entered a job named ECO-125-A. EPM 12 
automatically lists the tasks for this job. 

When a job is created, each of its tasks has an 
5 unassigned state. However, by using the "assign" button of 
dialog 100, a user can assign a task. In the example of 
Figure 10, the "responsibility" column indicates that tasks 
have already been assigned. Instead of a single person, 
the user might enter data representing a resource pool, and 
10 an assignment automatically made by EPM 12 to a member of 
that pool. in either case, the "assign" action might 
invoke one or more action handlers or business rules that 
govern, respectively, how the assignment is to be carried 
out, or whether the requested assignment is permissible. 
15 The job is in progress, as indicated by the differing 

task states. Once a job is in progress, its tasks are 
always each in a known state . 

The buttons of the dialog box 100 permit the user to 
see or edit details of each task. The user may select a 
task, and then a button to "open" the task. 

The job dialog 100 of Figure 10 is an example of a 
means for a user to explicitly create a job. An example of 
how a user might implicitly cause EPM 12 to create a job is 
discussed below in connection with Figure 13. 
25 Figure 11 is an example of a task disposition dialog 

110. As an example of when EPM 12 generates dialog 110, a 
user might use a job dialog 100 to select the task 
"validate change request" and then the "open" button. 

Each task has an extendable list of objects attached 
30 to it. in general, these objects are instances of the 

other data classes discussed above in connection with 
Figure 3. Via dialog 110, the user can add, delete, 
modify, or simply view objects associated with the task. 
For example, the user might select the object DRW-125-A, 
35 which is a drawing, and use the "open" button to view the 
drawing. The ability to edit objects created by other PDM 
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modules is an advantage of integrating EPM 12 with other 
PDM modules. 

By entering data to dialog 110 , a user can perform an 
action and change the state of a task. The user can change 
5 the state of the task by selecting an appropriate button. 
The permitted actions are a matter of presentation , in that 
buttons for all or only some actions may be displayed. 

Figure 12 is an example of an "in-box" 120 for 
reviewing the state of jobs assigned to a particular person 

10 or resource pool. An in-box 120 is a means for EPM 12 to 

inform a user that a task needs action. Referring again to 
Figure 10, the specification of a job includes assigning 
responsibility for performance of each task to a particular 
person. Once the assignment is made r the task appears in 

15 that person's in-box 120. In other words, an in-box 120 is 
a display of tasks assigned to a particular person. An 
example of when EPM 12 displays in-box 12 0 is in response 
to a user's explicit inquiry for all tasks assigned to him 
or to his resource pool. 

20 As with tasks listed in the job description dialog 

100, a task from an in-box 120 can be selected and opened. 
This permits a person, such as the person who is performing 
the task, to add or delete data attached to the task. A 
user, depending on his role and privileges, can see the job 

25 of which his task is a part, the definition of the job, and 
conditions that have been or need to be met. 

The "open job" button of dialog 120 permits the user 
to view a display of the tasks of the entire job, such as 
by means of dialog 100. In general, any user may view and 

30 edit any data associated with a job, for which he has 
access rights. 

Dialog 110 and in-box 120 are two examples of task 
disposition dialogs, with which a user can explicitly 
request EPM 12 to perform an action. Dialog 110 lists 

35 tasks according to job, and in-box 120 lists tasks 
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according to user. In each case, selection of a button is 
an example of a user's explicit change of state of a task* 
EPM 12 also accommodates a change in state that is 
implied from a user's input. For example, a task might be 
5 for a user to examine some data. When the user's 
examination is complete, the user might enter data into a 
computer-generated form to implicitly indicate completion • 
Regardless of whether the user explicitly or 
implicitly requests an action to be performed, any 

10 associated business rule is are evaluated in accordance 

with the method of Figure 2. If the business rule is not 
satisfied or if the action cannot be performed, the state 
of the task is not changed. Subsequent events, such as a 
change of conditions, may permit the action to be 

15 successfully performed. 

A feature of EPM 12 is that although it relies on 
user-initiated actions, it attempts to move jobs toward 
completion. To this end, the performance of certain 
actions may automatically call certain action handlers. 

20 For example, when a task's start action is requested, all 
sub-tasks are requested to complete. Depending on the 
business rules of these sub-tasks, they may or may not 
actually change state. As another example, if a complete 
action is requested, all succeeding tasks are requested to 

25 start. Some will start because according to their business 

rule, all they were waiting for was the task just 
completed. 

Example of P rocess Management 
30 Figures 13 - 17 illustrate an example of how EPM 12 is 

used for run-time process management. The run-time process 
assumes that a process has been defined, including the 
business rules and actions associated with its tasks. 

Figure 13 illustrates a display of a "change request" 
35 form 130 generated by EPM 12 or other PDM modules 12a in 

response to a user's request. In this case, data was 
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entered to the form by a user named Mary Ann, who 
identified the job as ECR-125-A and assigned it to Bob. 
The job involves a change to design of a product component. 
By pressing an "OK" button, the user invokes a "change 
5 request save" handler, which causes EPM 12 to create the 
job and attach a change request disposition form to the 
job. 

Figure 14 illustrates an in-box 140, which lists one 
or more of the tasks of the job ECR-125-A. The in-box is 

10 that of Mary Ann's and Bob's manager, Jim, who can view the 
job at the job level or "open" the job to view tasks and 
objects. Other buttons represent various actions that a 
user can request. 

Figure 15 illustrates a task disposition dialog 150. 

15 It was created in response to an "open" button of the in- 
box 140. This dialog 150 corresponds to the change request 
disposition form created in response to the change request 
job creation form 130. Bob, or whomever he might re-assign 
the task to, may attach other information to the task as 

20 necessary. For example, he might enter an object in the 
subject list box 151, of object type Note, to indicate that 
the task should not have been assigned to him. 

Figure 16 illustrates a disposition of a task of the 
job, ECR-125-A. A user, Mike, has been assigned the task 

25 of executing a change order. He has created the change 
order, ECO-125-A, and attached a drawing, L-12 3-E, to be. 
changed. 

Figure 17 illustrates a task list 170 of various tasks 
and other objects of the job, ECR-125-A. The task list 170 

3 0 indicates that Mike has assigned the task of changing the 
drawing to Leroy. As a result, Leroy will find this task 
in his in-box. The task will have inherited the data 
created in the previous task. Leroy may open the task, 
which changes its state to "started". He may then select 

55 the drawing attached to the task, make the necessary 
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changes, and request a completion action, which changes the 
state to "completed". 

Other Embodiments 
5 Although the invention has been described with 

reference to specific embodiments, this description is not 
meant to be construed in a limiting sense. Various 
modifications of the disclosed embodiments, as well as 
alternative embodiments, will be apparent to persons 
10 skilled in the art. It is, therefore, contemplated that 
the appended claims will cover all modifications that fall 
within the true scope of the invention. 
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Implementation Class Methods 

Currently only a job can create a task. The create 
function is not part of the public interface. 

• createlnstance 

Public instance Methods 

name() the name as defined in the script, 
description () 
responsibleParty ( ) 
assignResponsibility ( ) 

attachObject(tag_t, int attachment_type) 

Objects are attached to the task for particular 
reasons or one can say a particular type of relation 
is created between task and object. This is 
represented by setting the appropriate type. Current 
types include: 

• target the reason for the task. Fix drawing 
x. Drawing x Will be the target of the 
task 

reference reference information quite similar to 

the current RLM concept, 
status usually a task form will be attached 
with this type. 

• decision for signoff purposes a signoff is 
attached as a decision. These are not 
inherited from task to task. 

attachedObjects(int*,int* types, tag_t**) return the 
attached objects and their attachment types. 
detachObject() detach an object from the task. 
parentProcess() return the job of which this task is 
a part. 

state () This function returns the state value. 
nextTask ( ) - 
rootTask ( ) 
previousTask ( ) 
callingTask() 

checkRule( const char* ruleName ) This method will 

evaluate the 
specified rule. 

perf ormAction (EPM_task_action_t , tag_t data) 
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This method will test for violation of intrinsic rules 
such as invalid state change (completed-^to-s tart ed ) . 
It will then check any associated business 
preconditions. if all is well it will perform the 
specified action by executing the declared and 
registered action. The result of this execution (no 
errors) will determine whether or not the state value 
is actually changed. If an action is not declared the 
state value is simply changed. 

Protected/Private (Implementation) Instance Methods 

• promote ( ) 

• checJcCriteria(int entry /exit) 

Evaluate the business rules associated with the entry 
criteria. Return {EPM go I EPM nogolEPM undecided} 

• state (newState) ~ ~ ~ 

This function sets the state of the task, 
initialize ( process, node_id, f irst_target_ob j ect) 
load O load task from database. 

taskDefanition() return task definition. 

removeReference(int) remove attachment at given 

position. 

execut eHandlers ( whatToDo , Data ) 
assign (newParty ) 
start () 
complete ( ) 
suspend ( ) 
resume ( ) 
skip() 
abort ( ) 
refuse () 
undo ( ) 



Attributes 



40 



45 



parent_process tag 
attachments i s x tag_list 

attachment_types isA integer list 

responsible_party tag of user/ group/ etc 

state_value {EPM_unknown | EPM unassigned | 
EPM_assigned | EPM started I EPM completed 

EPM_suspended | EPM_undone | ~ 
EPM_aborted | EPM_skipped } isA integer 

priority_value 
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• sub_process_id a means of match task as 

stored in the database with 
their definition in the 
script • 

5 

Process 
Class Methods 

10 • createlnstance 
Instance Methods 

• traverse 

15 

Attributes 

• name 

• description string 

20 • taskjiandler isA TaskHandler 

• entry_criteria SetOf (TaskHandler) 

• exit_criteria SetOf (TaskHandler) 

PPM file 

25 

This class provides facilities to store the definitions of 
processes persistently, it provides facilities to compile 
these files and locate them. 

30 Class Methods 

• createlnstance 

• lookup 

• compile 

35 

Instance Methods 

• loopUpProcess 
40 Attributes 

• tag_t 
Handler 

45 

When a handler is called, it is passed a message that 
contains the tag to the instance of a task and the type of 
message (ASSIGN, START, DO, COMPLETE , etc.). For business 
rules this indicates what we wish the rule to be evaluated 
50 for. 
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A message will also contain a list of arguments for which 
we shall provide a means of iterating over. Currently 
macros are being used in the prototype. 

• void init_argument_list(argument_list) 

• char* next_argument(argument_list) 

• int number_of ^arguments ( argument_list ) 

Class Methods 

• createlnstance 
Instance Methods 

15 • apply () 

This function will invoke the handler. The handler 
could be a simple function that displays a dialog 
asking a user to say what state the task is in.- 



10 



20 



A task that takes a while to execute can return 
"EPM_started". We shall be by again some time and we 
shall use the function state () to ask the questions. 

25 Attributes 

• name 

• function_po inter 

• number_of_arguments 
30 • arguments 

Job 

This class provides facilities to monitor the run-time 
35 process and make reports of the status of the job. The 
facilities here and in Task may be enhanced to connect to 
other PDM modules. It inherits most of its behavior from 
Task. 

40 Class Methods 

createlnstance (processName, jobld, jobDescription, first tar 
get_object) 

45 XnstanceMethods 

rootTask() 

task( int sub_process_id ) return the task with the 

matching subprocess id. 

50 
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Implementation Instance Methods (Protected/Private) 

initialization () 
load() 

5 selectEntire Job ( ) 
loadEntir eJob ( ) 
deleteEntireJob ( ) 
addNevTask ( ) 

processDef initionFileName ( ) 

10 

Attributes 



definition_file isA string ~ 
def inition_name 
15 root_task_tag 
def_file_tag 

name isA string 
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Action Hand 1 erg 
auto— assigns-rest 

5 This handler attempts to assign the users/groups listed in 
its arguments to the remaining tasks in the process. If 
none of them satisfy the assignment criteria, the current 
user/group will be tried as a final resort. The purpose is 
to allow tasks to be run. Tasks cannot be run until 
10 resources/responsibility are assigned. It is ideal for use 
as the entry-iandler for the root task. If used as such, 
then the creator of a task job can perform as many tasks as 
possible immediately when the job is created. 

15 process-signoff 

The signoff handler maintains information for a particular 
instance of a sign off list. It will however, be extended 
to account for the fact that we have added QUORUM, 
20 OVERRIDE , and DENY to its model. 

do— task 

This handler provides a means of displaying the generic 
25 task disposition form and allowing' us to record the state 
of a manual task. 

set-change— level 

30 This handler sets the change level of an object to the 
specified one in the list of levels established for this 
object type. It will expect to find a file; 
11 change-level. definitions" in a data directory. The format 
for this file shall simply be: 

3 5 

object-type - "levellO" "levell". 

The order of the levels is implied by position. When this 
function appears in a process definition, the object— type 
40 and level is provided. If the target folder for that task 
contains only objects of a particular type, the type 
specification may have only the level specified. 

object-type « "levellO" "levell". 

45 
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advance— change— level 

This handler is a specialization of the set— change— level. 
It increases the level of each object in the target folder 
associated with the task by the number of levels specified 
by its integer argument, 

inherit 

This handler provides a means for collecting some or all of 
the data of a previous task. It takes several arguments. 
Each argument can specify a type of attachment to inherit. 
For example, a task can be specified to inherit all target 
attachments from the previous, parent or root task. 

notify 

The arguments to this handler are user— ids, group— ids or 
distribution list ids. 
20 

prompt-user 

This handler provides an easy way to display a given form 
at appropriate times during a job to solicit information 
25 from the end user. 

undo— continue 

A process at a current task can be undone all the way back 
to a task that can start a re-work. 

Business R ule Handlers 
check— state 

This handler will check the state of a given task in the 
same job. If the job is found to have the specified state 
it will return a go decision. Otherwise, it will return a 
nogo decision. If for any reason it cannot determine the 
state to be what is required it will return a nogo. 

check— completion 

This handler will take a list of argument strings that 
specify the name of tasks that must be completed before the 
one for which its business rule is specified as a 
constraint can start. EPM will pass these strings to the 
handler function. It does not interpret the strings. This 
means that the strings can themselves contain not on. the 
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task that needs to be completed but possibly the expected 
result. 

perf orm-signof f 

5 

Any time before a decision is made on an entire signoff 
list associated with a task, the rule will return a »' nogo" 
to EPM. EPM will evaluate this result and those of the 
other constraints and proceed accordingly. 

10 

SIGNOFF ( "QUORUMS" "department :: role" "individual«user- 
id[DENY] " "group-group- id" "role") 

The arguments in a signoff handler can be of any of the 
15 above forms. It can specify a quorum of voters. It can 
specify an individual, a particular group, or a particular 
role. It can specify that any of these signees has 
override and/or deny privilege. 

20 allowed-role— list 

This handler allows users to specify what role a user must 
have in order to perform a particular action. The rule 
will ensure that responsibility is assigned only when this 
25 criteria is met and the action can only be performed by 

users with the specified set of roles. 

The arguments of this rule will be of the form 
[<group_name>: : ] {* | <role_name>} 

30 

assignee role— list 

This handler ensures that only users whose role satisfies 
the specified list will be allowed to assign/re—assign the 
35 task. In all other respects it is like the 

Allowed-Role— List. 
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WHAT IS CLAIMED IS i 

1. A method of using a computer to manage a process 
followed by a business enterprise, comprising the steps of: 

receiving process definition data from a user, 
5 specifying a process to be followed as a series of tasks; 

storing said process definition data as a model of 
said process; 

storing a set of actions that may be performed on said 
tasks, to change said tasks from a current state to a next 
10 state; 

storing a set of business rules that each determine 
whether an action can be performed, each business rule 
having at least one handler for determining whether a 
business rule condition has been satisfied; 
15 receiving job specification data from a user, 

specifying a job to be performed in accordance with said 
process ; 

assembling a task disposition list representing at 
least one task to be performed during said job and the 
20 state of said task; 

displaying at least a portion of said task disposition 
list to a user; 

receiving action input representing an action to be 
taken toward disposition of said task; 
25 evaluating a business rule associated with said 

action, by executing said handler; 

performing said action if said business rule is 
satisfied; 

changing the state of said task; and 

30 repeating said displaying, receiving, evaluating, 

performing, and changing steps for each task of said job. 
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2. The method of Claim 1, wherein said step of 
receiving job specification data further comprises 
receiving assignment data that specifies at least one 
person by whom a task may be performed. 

5 

3. The method of Claim l, further comprising the 
step of receiving task definition data for at least one 
task, which specifies at least one action handler, and the 
step of performing a computer process in accordance with 

10 said handler after said step of receiving action input. 

4. The method of Claim l, further comprising the 
step of receiving task definition data, which specifies a 
business rule associated with at least one action of that 

15 task. 



5. The method of claim 1, * further comprising the 
step of receiving task definition data for at least one 
task, which specifies at least one business rule handler, 
and wherein said step of evaluating a business rule 
includes performing a computer process in accordance with 
said handler. 



6. The method of Claim 5, wherein said steps of 
25 specifying at least one business rule handler and said step 

of evaluating a business rule are performed for more than 
one handler. 

7. The method of Claim 1, wherein said action input 
3 0 is generated by said computer. 

8. The method of Claim l, wherein action input is in 
response to manual input. 
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9. The method of Claim 1, further comprising the 
step of sorting a number of task list to generate a list of 
tasks to be performed by a particular user. 

10. The method of Claim l, wherein said tasks are 
represented as data objects, and further comprising the 
step of associating other data objects to said tasks. 



11. The method of Claim l, wherein said step of 
10 storing a set of actions includes storing a do action, and 

wherein said step of performing said action may be repeated 
before said step of changing the state of said task. 

12. The method of claim l, wherein said step of 
15 evaluating a business rule is repeated for a number of 

tasks such that only one task can have an action performed. 

13. The method of Claim 1, wherein said step of 
receiving task definition data comprises specifying a 

20 business rule handler such that at least one of its actions 
cannot be performed until another task has been completed. 

14. The method of Claim 1, wherein said assembling 
step comprises assembling a list of tasks to be performed 

25 by a specified user. 



15. The method of Claim l, wherein said assembling 
step comprises assembling a list of tasks of said job. 

16. The method of Claim l, wherein said changing step 
is followed by the step of automatically changing the state 
of other tasks. 
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17. The method of Claim l f wherein said displaying 
step comprises displaying each task of said job and its 
current state. 
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